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THE STKOPHIOAL ORGANIZATION OF HEBREW TRIMETERS. 

By Prof. Charles A. Briggs, D. D., 

Cnion Theological Seminary, New York. 



An absence in Europe for eight months prevented me from continuing the 
series of articles on Hebrew Poetry, begun in the Hebraica in April, 1886, until 
the present time. In the first article I presented some specimens of the trimeter 
movement, with a study of the lines and their interrelation in the varied forms 
of Parallelism. I now purpose to consider the strophical organization of the trim- 
eter poems. The strophes are sometimes marked externally by the initial letters 
of the strophes being in alphabetical order, or by refrains. But in most cases, the 
strophical organization can be determined only by a careful study of the poem, 
with reference to the breaks in the sense and emotion, and of the parallelism of 
the sections on a larger scale. There is great freedom and variety in the strophi- 
cal organization. 

1) The simplest strophe is the distich. We have an example of this in the 
alphabetical Psalm xxxrv. 

ny-toh mpp-rw nroK 

♦to m^nn -ran 

♦twu ^nnn mrra 

tin mnft Vru 
nrr ide> noovui 

Wi rorr-rw ♦ntrn 
♦j*?»sfn ♦nrvuo ^ddi 

nsr? *?n orroffi 

yojy mm Nip ♦jy-ro 
ywn vnrw tooi 

These six strophes sufficiently illustrate the movement. The strotthes con- 
tinue through the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. There is one letter omitted, 
namely, the 1 that should come in between ft and J . There is also an additional 
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strophe at the end with t) . This shows that the original poem has been changed 
by omission and addition in these two instances, and opens our eyes to look for 
other similar modifications of Hebrew poems where the alphabetical structure 
does not aid us to determine them. These lines are all trimeters except the first 
in the strophe with J . The tetrameter here seems to be designed to make an 
antithesis between the calling and the answering. 

2) "We have a specimen of a trimeter poem with strophes of four lines in the 
prayer Psalm in. 

I. 

nx lm-no mm 

*?y o»op D»n 

♦pay? anott o»n 

ii. 

njn-f jo mm putni 

♦t«n onoi *TU3 

*opN mm-to '"rip 

♦enp -ino W> 

in. 

ruB»Ni ♦roaty *jk 

♦jdod» mm-'D ♦nwprr 

oy none ntn-n 1 ? 

IV. 

♦n^N ♦jjrenn »oip 

mat? owi »Jtr 
•pro -py-ty njnwn rwr 1 ? 

At the close of strophes I. and II. the Massoretic text gives m?D • This is 
thought by some to mark strophical divisions at times. I do not believe this. 
These strophes are so arranged that the second is antithetical to the first and the 
fourth to the third. But the strophes are really in introverted parallelism, in that 
the two middle strophes are antithetical to the strophes that begin and close the 
prayer. The lines are trimeters with the exception of the initial and the conclud- 
ing lines of the last strophe. Here the movement is changed to the tetrameter 
in the last line, in order that it may become more deliberate and quiet at the end, 
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expressing the firm confidence of the Psalmist in his God. But we can see no 
reason for a change to the tetrameter movement in the first line. Accordingly 
we have stricken out the ,11 iT which is unnecessary to the thought and really out 
of place in the rhythm. We have found a large numher of examples in Hebrew 
poetry and prophecy in which divine names have been inserted by later editors 
who did not understand the rhythm. It is also probable that the relative IJJ^N 
in the closing line of the third strophe is such a prosaic addition. It may be com- 
bined with 3*3D by Maqqeph, but it is more commonly omitted in Hebrew 
poetry. 

3) Psalm cxlviii. gives us an example of strophes of six lines. 

I. 

awtnrp mrr-nx tfrn 

owd ion Mrtfyn 

v3tf?D ■» ini^n 

VNnst ■» 111^1 

mn ^otr 111^1 

iin-^did ■» ni^i 

ii. 

dwi w 111^1 

own tyo-i^N com 

mn» Dv-ntt tbtv 

iw-k'ti |ru prr 
in. 

mom ■jai dwjti 

IID'pl-J 1 ?^ 1131 tJ>N 

nan ne>y pnyo-rm 
nura "?ai onnn 

IV. 
1013 "?31 I'll 
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jrfaro on omro 
onyj Dy oopr 

V. 

mm D^-riN l^m 

owi px-ty mn 

loy 1 ? pp on 

VTon *?3 I ? rfrnn 

♦mp oy ^-ib*-^ 

This is a Hallelujah Psalm indicated by its appended title fTl'? 1 ??'! • There 
can be no doubt that there is a division at the third strophe, where there is an 
antithesis between 

OMxrrrp mm-nx Vftrr 
pKrrjo mm-nx thn 

This would seem to divide the Psalm into two parts. There is, however, 
manifestly another strophe, beginning with 

mm DB>-nx Uttt* 

This last strophe has but six lines. It therefore seems necessary to break the 
previous parts in two, if the strophes are to be uniform. Such a break is given in 
the first part by rising to the more general statement in the 

o'dbtt ♦ob* Mitbrt 

and in the second part by passing over to the animal kingdom. 

Furthermore, the last strophe is as closely related to the second part, as the 
second strophe is to the third part. For in the third line of the second strophe 
we have 

mm DB>-nx ifxv 

followed by the reason 

won mv Nirr>D 

and it is evident that the first and second lines are in parallelism with them : 

mm 0B>-nx "fair 
rab iob> aatw o 

Thus the Psalm is composed of two parts, with two strophes in the first and three 
in the second. It is of the nature of the hymn thus to swell in ascriptions of 

praise. 

One modification of the text seems to be necessary. The second line of the 
Psalm is a dimeter if we read D'OTIOD > but I can see no propriety in such a 



156 Hbbkaica. 

dimeter here. It is probable that we should separate the 2 and write it after the 
poetic style 103 and so get the third beat of the accent. 

4) We have an example of a strophe of seven lines in Psalm n. We shall 
give the two strophes of the first part : 

I. 

0»tl itwi no 1 ? 

w&orby) mrr-ty 
iowidio ntt npnn 

ii. 
pn&» D»otsa aen* 

10 1 ? J^ 'JIN 

♦trip nrr jwty 

The second strophe is here antithetical to the first strophe. This antithesis is 
complete, extending through every line but the fifth, which is omitted in the 
second strophe. It seems to us clear that the original poem has been mutilated 
by the omission of this line which ought to have given the fltf 'D^Ol D*1JI M 
the antithesis to UTtPO" 1 ?^ «"IW "?# • It would seem that this latter line is a 
dimeter in order to make a pause of a single beat before giving the words of rebel- 
lion. The Massoretes have incorrectly arranged the third and fourth lines of the 
second strophe by attaching lSJO to the third line and thus making the fourth 
line a dimeter. There would be a sufficient reason for this if it was the original 
line preceding the words of Jehovah to the rebels, but this is probably not the 
case. Furthermore, the rhyme is preserved if we make the three lines close with 
10 1 ? i lD tl ?{< > and ID— • Tne Hebrew poet is fond of rhyming through a few 
lines, as here ; but he does not care to carry it on to any great length. 

5) Psalm xxix. gives us strophes of eight lines. 

I. 

■f?n ♦3B» J » man 
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p»3J0 very irr 

moan larv »fi 

xmon ♦a 1 ? num 

♦m»n "rasa nnflx 
ii. 

jn-»o»3 jow no 1 ? 
♦j^id* »ap^ fir 

V^frrv awry anal 

B»N-rnfl» pne-j6 /in 

rifia D'nV? nr-tf? 

in. 

rntf7 ny »m 

nnjjTr rurv n 1 ? 

vtid* D»oan njrp-o 

row "urn "rDmir 

tfryh iotq omp 

mora-ty dj-video i*np 

1 ' } Eefrain. 

■wro mania "7E>aj ) 

IV. 

la 1 ? "7DD om-rnr 

isrv orrea ormrwi 

ins? "7W 1 ? wsta 

rnW? dtki Djrr-rno 

1*7 ^ara 'TttttS' 

to 1 ? one* Da-mn 
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wsj ma* D»rf7N-^ 
'jnp*-'a TW TD 

V. 

Wit Tjr-'D jom-'w 

W3 "1133 nan*-*a 

tan-rip* wioa tfro 

maa vni-iK TWb 

•pa* v*na iB>sr*a 

•p 2*D*n-*a -pin 
vton Trny xian 
tin ixt-x 1 ? rraj-iy 

pa*-X7i np*a onx ) 

1 ' > Eefrain. 

)Dii nionaa ta>Qj) 

This Psalm is clearly divided into two parts by the refrain. The first part 
has an introductory strophe, and then two strophes that have in parallelism the 
two strophes of the second part. It is common not to distinguish these two 
strophes and to treat the poem as if it had an introductory strophe of eight lines, 
and then two long strophes, each with a refrain. But it is easy to divide the 
second part into two strophes of eight lines, and these correspond in length with the 
introductory strophe. There are but two difficulties. The former is the absence of 
the refrain. But this difficulty is met by the opinion that here, as elsewhere, the 
scribe has omitted the refrain from the intermediate strophes. The principal 
difficulty is in the connection between the first line of the third strophe and the 
last line of the second strophe. It is common so to connect them that there can be 
no break in the sense. We agree, however, with Hitzig and Graetz in the opinion 
that a new sentence begins with T)J^ ♦j"j* 1 ) • Bickell attaches these two words to 
the previous line, so that it becomes "Y|J7 - W1 DTIJf 1 ? TlfTl an d the first line 
of the strophe begins with 

mem mrv-vb rntf? 

It seems to me that -f)ty *n*l is the usual congratulatory wish, such as we found 
in Ps. xxn. 27, where, as here, the verb *"|Q{< is to be supplied. The clause 

nxT-*a nnjrn mn» n 1 ? 

reminds us of Isaiah xxvi. 11, in its contrast, 

wan i?n* pnm ta 

The last line of the strophe is four-toned with ^}^f ; we may reduce it by writing 
niDnN" 1 ?}*' However, Bickell thinks the text is corrupt and makes two lines 
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rnoiK *?v onioeo 

He is followed by Cheyne. In this way he gains the line that he loses above. It 
would suit our arrangement just as well. The second part is difficult in the third, 
fourth and fifth lines. These are variously arranged by critics. Hupfeld, Bickell, 
Cheyne, and others, transpose lines four and six. This is the easiest way of over- 
coming the difficulty. 

6) We have an example of strophes of ten lines in the Penitential Psalm li. 

I. 

rporo D'rftN MJn 

Wfl nno -pom-ro 

WD »jmd nnrr 

Ton hjj ♦nMorn 

♦rw tj»jd jnrn 
-po-o p-rcn jyo"? 

*]£0fltm rorn 

In this strophe we notice the constant recurrence of the ending in ♦ empha- 
sizing in expression, as well as in the idea, the personal guilt of the Psalmist. In 
the ninth line we have an example of the attraction of ?p3"l3 into an unusual 
grammatical form by the parallel ?j£0£)CJO • The strophe ends with a dimeter, 
which is not uncommon. But there seems to be no good reason for a dimeter in 
line four. Therefore we separate the preposition from the noun and read i^Q] 
the archaic form of the preposition. 

II. 

♦n'j'nn pijn jn 

♦ok onorr Noroi 

ronM war? noK-jn 

♦jrtin noon onDai 

■vbdni oirjo »jNonn 

p^N jfrtroi ooaan 

nnoen pet? ♦jyoe'n 

n»n rnovy rtfwn 

♦Kono vjfl inon 

nno »rmy •»! 
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III. 

DVfw *rtra nno-^ 
♦nj» tsnrr pM-rrni 

ip& p«w? +myvn 

♦»oon nana nvn 

•p-n D»jwfi mo 1 ?}} 

"OIK* Y?N D»KBm 

The second strophe is entirely plain. There is but one difficulty in the second 
strophe : D*H'?^ makes the ninth line too long. It has been inserted by a later 
writer, probably from dittography. 

IV. 

nnsn ♦net? »j-in 

ybnn vy ♦ei 

rat Yznn-xb »a 

nnn-x 1 ? rrny ronw 

rrneo-rm o'rftx ♦nar 

nDn-tf? nam laery^b 

pvrw imro rowr 

D"?Bm» main njan 

y?3i piv-nar f finn-w 

one -jporo-^ V?y-»t 

This strophe has several difficulties in the Massoretic text. The rhythm is 
better if we attach i"OJ"IXl to the fourth line. ■ The sixth line is too long if the 
divine name D'lY/'N i s retained. It is unnecessary. The poet would not have so 
lengthened his line without cause. The ninth line seems to have been enlarged 
by inserting H^iy to explain the unusual 'y^'2 and make it correspond with 
line four. It is held by some that the last four lines are a later liturgical addi- 
tion. But they are necessary to complete the strophe and are in entire accord 
with the rest of it. This theory of a later liturgical addition will not save the 
traditional theory expressed in the title that the Psalm is Davidic. Its doctrine 
is exilic, and the conclusion of the Psalm is in accordance with its historical sit- 
uation. 
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7) Fine specimens of the strophes of twelve lines are given in that group of 
Psalms xcv.-c. We shall give the one strophe of Psalm c. 

parrta mrrV wnrr 

nnoeo mrr-nt* i-oy 

mra vxfr wa 

o'tfae Kin miT-»3 ijn 

UTOK 1*71 iw Kin 

m'jno |wn toy 

pmro v-iye* ito 

rfrnro vmvn wa 

iob> id"o Vrmn 

mrr aisro 

Hon ctojfr 

vuion td nn-ijn 

The eighth line is a dimeter, the verb "|}<3 should be inserted to make it a 
trimeter. There is no good reason for a dimeter line here. It would be natural 
for a scribe to omit the second "){<5 which he would think unnecessary to the 
sense. The tenth and eleventh lines are dimeters in order to metrical pauses at 
the close of the lines, in order that the trimeter might close the piece with the 
more vigor. 

8) There are many Hebrew trimeters that have strophes of fourteen lines. 
We shall give as an example four strophes from the great poem of the origin and 
early fortunes of our race preserved in the narratives of the Jehovist in the ear- 
lier chapters of Genesis. The story of Cain and Abel is given in four strophes : 



vuwt jrv oiKfn 

vrw rw rrth eprw 
•art m iotr tnpm 

HD1N nay Tvn-\^ 
d»o» ppe »m 
mrr7 pp ton 

nroo nznxn nso 

*4 
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wrrcu wan ^am 

jro^noi unv nnaao 

inroo-'ao ^arr^K yen 

nywtf? inTOD-^xi pp-'wi 

The poem has been modified here and there by the Jehovist and the final 
redactor of the Pentateuch. But it is easy to trace his work and restore the poem 
to its original form. In the first line the editor has inserted the name |"f!]f"T fiN 
as he did in the poem in the previous chapter. In the third line he has inserted 
ty'X in order, if possible, to prevent our taking ffljf J"){< as the object of the 
verb. The style of this poem is to give the names of the children. Accordingly 
we insert the usual phrase "|J3JJ> lOpfYl m the fifth line. The poetic order 
requires us to transfer miT 1 ? from the end of the verse to the end of the previous 
line after ?*p in the ninth line. The editor has inserted HIIT i n * ne thirteenth 
line. The parallelisms and the steady flow of the rhythm is manifest in the poem 
as we have given it above. 

II. 

-ino pp 1 ? im 

pp-'w mm ustn 
"b pnn rv±> 

ytarn n 1 ? dni 

pi nNDh nnsfr 

inpwn Y?ni 

la V7dbti nnxi 

t 72tr*7& rp *WMn 

men ♦•?« hd^ 

meo onvrn 'mi 

vmrm ^an-^K pp-opn 

There are but few editorial changes here. The LXX. and Samaritan codex 
and most critics justify the insertion of the twelfth line mtJTT yt 7H ("D*^ • The 
editor has inserted VhK i n the last line to bring out more distinctly the idea of 
fratricide. There are two dimeters that seem to be designed, namely, in lines 
two and nine. 
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III. 

pp-^K mn» -on 
71-rN "an w 

♦run* n 1 ? -on 

♦3JN '♦flN "10B7T 

rwy no "on 

7r»* »on "rip 

noiNn-|o ^n D'pyv 

nr»K irw nnyi. 

nbiwn jo ^ntru 

n'fl-riK nmfi "ipn 

71*0 7mr»Drrw ntip? 

nmxn-nx -qyn »a 

77 nno-nn ddd-h 1 ? 

p*o n»nn -ovyj 

The only editorial change in this strophe is the omission of ^pfiBTJ i n the 
ninth line. The use of it in the next strophe, line three, seems to require it here 
also. 

IV. 

mrr-'jN pp "io*n 

Nitwo wy ^"O 

ovn tin nenj-fn 

no-»Nn »jfi tyo 

"iriDK 7JS 001 

pJO -uvyj Ti»m 

♦mrr ♦wfo J ?3 jrm 

mrr t> "on 

pp m-a p 1 ? 

Dp' DTQP 

nit* pp"? Den 

init< iron ♦nW? 

mm ^o wpi 

In the fifth line it seems necessary to separate the preposition from the noun 
and write the archaic form »JQ . There is no reason for a dimeter here. The 
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tenth line is a natural dimeter. In the eleventh line it is better to strike out 
{"flJT and in the thirteenth line Vp as prosaic addition. It is not necessary 
to do this, because they may be combined with the verbs by Maqqephs, but it 
seems better to do so. 

Thus, with a very few easy modifications that have been caused by editorial 
work, where the poetical character of the piece was lost sight of, the original 
poem stands before us with all its original beauty and power. 

We have given a sufficient number of examples to illustrate the strophical 
organization of the trimeter poems. There are strophes of longer lines in the 
Psalter and the prophets, and in the historical books. The song of Moses, 
Deut. xxxn., is composed of three parts, and the scheme of the strophes in these 
parts is 12, 10, 10, 15, | 12, 10, 10, 10, | 10, 12, 15, 10, with a refrain of four lines. 
Proverbs viii.-ix. have the scheme 10, 12, 10, 10, | 10, 12, 10, | 12, 12, 12. Job. 
in. has the scheme 20, 18, 14; Job. xxxi. has the scheme 8, 9, 8, 6, 6, 10, 10, 8, 
12, 6. Job. xxxvin.-ix. has the scheme 8, 8, 8, | 6, 6, 6, 6, | 6, 6, 4, 6, | 7, 8, 8, | 
8, 12, | 15, 10. 

Psalm xlv. gives us an example of a bridal song in which the first strophe is 
six lines with its refrain, the second twelve lines with its refrain, and the third, 
twenty-four lines with its refrain. 

Psalm lxxx. gives us two strophes of eight lines, the third strophe of six- 
teen lines, and the fourth strophe of eight lines. The third strophe has been 
doubled to embrace the allegory of the vine, and has a double refrain on that 
account. 

We shall conclude with a specimen of responsive trimeters — Psalm xxiv. 
1-6. 

CHORUS. 

ntffrDi parr rm*? 

rft 'sen •jan 

mo* owty wrro 

pojd* rrnru tyi 

QUESTION. 

mrp to tf?y»-»o 
lenp 01p03 Dipnoi 

RESPONSE. 

aay-Q! D>£D »pj 

wflj aw 1 ? wi-Hh> 
rand? jdbo vtr\ 
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W »rfwo np-nn 

CHORUS. 

vm in nr 
apy T Jfi '^T 00 

The ~)1£fi$ should be stricken out in second line of the response. Another 
specimen of such songs is found in xxiv. 7-10. See also Hosea xiv., Isaiah lxiii. 
1-6, and Psalm xx. 

These examples will be sufficient to illustrate the great variety of strophical 
organization that we find in Hebrew trimeter poems. In our next article we shall 
give some specimens of tetrameter poems. 



